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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

The meaning of life is often thought of as the kind of issue that keeps people awake at night, and can lead
them to radically change their lives. Yet mainstream philosophical ethics has surprisingly little to say about
it. My dissertation aims to change this, grappling with the metaethical and political implications of the
search for meaning through the development of a theory that situates meaningfulness in its relation to other,
more well-understood ethical concepts.

I'argue that to find meaning in one’s life is to find one’s life to be normatively intelligible—that is, to find one’s
life to make sense in a way that justifies living it. This is at odds with the dominant approach in contemporary
philosophy about life’s meaning—which I call the MIL approach. This approach follows Susan Wolf’s
suggestion that we can theorize “meaning  life” as a kind of value that our lives can have, and safely
disregard “the meaning of life” as an irrelevant metaphysical concept. But I argue that the MIL approach
distorts the concept of meaning, and present an alternative picture in which meaning i life and the meaning
of life are much more closely related. In this picture, life’s meaning is a matter of its intelligibility, and is
connected with attempts to understand our activity of living, rather than to somehow make it better. I then
show some of what this new framework allows us to see, through discussing two of its upshots—the first in
metaethics, and the second in political philosophy.

The metaethical upshot is that the search for meaning creates its own requirement to understand the world
normatively. This emerges from observations regarding what it takes to live reflectively and authentically. To
live reflectively, one must “step back” and seek to understand one’s activity of living. But to live
authentically, one must understand this activity as one’s own—that is, as the activity in which one is presently
engaged. This constrains the ways we can make sense of our lives, if we are not to become alienated from
our present activity; in particular, it constrains us to understand our lives in a way that justifies them, or
rationalizes our endorsement of them—that is, it constrains us to find meaning in them, on my analysis of
meaning. This argument provides us with a basis for normativity that locates meaning, along with other
concepts historically favored by existentialists, at its foundation.

The political upshot is that the culture of liberalism creates the conditions for its participants to experience
predictable crises of meaning. This emerges from an observation about the scale at which we interpret our
activity of “living.” If we interpret our living merely as our present activity, then we only need to understand
particular life elements in a justifying way. However, if we interpret our living as our entire life, or as living
itself, then our justificatory understanding will need to capture much more. I argue that these two poles of
the scale correspond to the meaning in life and meaning ¢f life distinction, and use this to cast the prevailing
MIL approach in a new light: as part of an attitude towards living which only seeks to understand it at the
level of individual elements, rather than to understand our lives as a whole (or as parts of an even larger
whole). This attitude, I claim, is a result of the liberal project to cordon off a public part of our lives that is
governable and answerable to others, from a priwate part of our lives that is fully the province of each
individual. In doing so, liberalism privatizes the affair of making sense of one’s life as a whole.

Liberalism thus affords us important opportunities for self-definition, but also runs several risks. It risks
saddling us with a pervasive sense that our activities do not add up to a coherent whole. It risks leaving us
with justifications (for different elements of our lives) that conflict with one another. And it risks asking too
much of us as lonely, independent, and responsible selves. Many people may feel unable to bootstrap
themselves into their own justifications of their lives, desiring a broader story justifying the life of the species
or the community of which they are a part. All of these risks point to the possibility that liberalism as a
political and ethical order may not provide many of us with sufficient resources to justify our lives. The task
then, is to rethink how liberalism fits into a holistic conception of life’s meaning, and I close with some
suggestions for how a Deweyan conception of liberal democracy might do just this.



